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THE SKYSCRAPER
Sam Pester

A

man and a woman looked up at the skyscraper, thankful for the
man-made giant whose shade provided some reprieve in the humid

heat.
Pigeons flew to the top of the skyscraper, leaving white drippings on
the faded neon sign beckoning the pair into its humble inside.
The pair, both in black, wiped sweat off their foreheads with crisp,
white handkerchiefs—the woman dabbed at broken foundation mixed
with wet black streaks, while the man lifted his glasses to wipe around the
bridge of his nose. The man opened the door to the building, letting the
woman enter into the refrigerated room.
“Thank god that didn’t last too long,” the man said to the woman.
“The people there were awful.”
The woman stared at the man for two long blinks of her coal-colored
lashes and placed her handkerchief into her purse.
“Excuse me,” she said, shuffling away, “I’ve got to powder my nose.”
The man sunk into a grey leather couch as the woman faded into
the blurry mess of his failing vision. His hands pulled magazines spread
across an oaky coffee table, skipping Sports Illustrated and Time for
National Geographic, The Wallstreet Journal and Architect. He flipped open
National Geographic, thumbed through the first ten pages, then bent the
top-right corner of the page and set the magazine on his lap. Using his
handkerchief, he wiped away bits of grime, leaving faint streaks on the
glass encased in tortoise shell metal. Lifting his glasses back to his face, he
slid them on and picked up the magazine, trailing his eyes back to where
he left off.
“Did you know penguins leave rocks behind for their mates?”
The woman’s red shoes became visible from underneath the magazine,
coming close to touching the man’s black leather loafers.
“Normally, the male penguin finds the creme de la crème of the rocks
for their potential lady,” the man said, “and if she likes the rock, and the
potential mate, it becomes a part of her nest. And bam, they become
family.”
Two adult Emperor penguins stood close to each other, craning their
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heads at their gray, fuzzy chick on the cover of the magazine.
“People aren’t penguins, Robert.”
The man looked up at the woman, his eyes peering over the magazine
into her face. “Of course not, we can fly, and penguins have wings that
render them useless,” the man said.
“You don’t understand, dear.” The woman balanced on her stilettos
as she crouched down in front of the man, resting her palms on the
armrests. “Just because somebody bought you a rock doesn’t mean they
care enough to see it on your finger ten years later.”
The magazine lowered a half an inch.
“Go on,” the man said.
The woman cleared her throat. “The act of giving is based on the
desire to get something in return. To give whole heartedly without the
intent of gaining anything is a sham.” Her fingers pressed into the leather.
“Every act, every single thought curated to benefit the greater good falls
upon the basis of someone getting something out of someone.”
“But not always.” The man rose out of the chair, careful not to knock
over the woman as he sidestepped past her. “There are saints, like Mother
Theresa. She earned absolutely nothing in return, except the rare chance
to see poverty first hand. And then there’s the Good Samaritan, the Pope,
etcetera, etcetera.”
“So, you think of yourself as saint?” the woman said.
“I wouldn’t say that,” the man said, his footsteps quietly tapping
on stone flooring spanning the lobby and lounge. His steps provided
percussion for soft jazz that trickled through hidden speakers in the
ceiling. “Proposing wasn’t an act. I loved you back then and the only
difference now is we have Will.”
“This is the third building that our son designed, isn’t it?” the woman
said, replacing the man on the leather couch. She tucked her left nylon
clad leg into the crook of her right. “Every single meeting you have gone
to this past month has had one of his blueprints.”
Warm vanilla and melted dark chocolate wafted into the room as
a kitchen attendant brought cookies to set out on the check-in desk. A
young couple approached the desk with their child, who tugged twice on
his father’s coat sleeve. The father patted the boy’s back before ruffling his
hair, while still talking to the desk clerk.
The man held up his finger to pause the conversation and trotted
over to the desk. Picking up two chocolate chip cookies, he broke one in
half and crouched down next to the child.
“Could you help me with this cookie? I can’t eat all of this myself.”
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The man looked up at the mother. “If Mom says yes, of course.”
The mother nodded her head and the child snatched the cookie,
shoving a portion of his half into chipmunk cheeks.
As the man stood up, the other half of the cookie disappeared.
“Thanks for the help, sport.”
“What do you say, honey,” the mother said.
The child mumbled thank-you and smiled, chocolate sticking to the
enamel of his teeth and crumb-covered mouth.
The man made his way back to the woman, who took in the scene
from her perch.
On the back of the couch, her crossed arms cradled her head, the
smooth black blazer she wore a contrast to delicate skin creasing as she
remembered meeting her husband and his younger brother, Charlie.
Her husband had accidentally spilt beer on her pants while asking her to
dance at Ziggy’s Tavern. A few years later, they had a son, Will.
Just before their trip to the skyscraper, life started taking bits of
the woman’s beauty, adding a personal time stamp to sleepless nights
and collagen loss. Still, the hair on the woman’s head remained a steady
strawberry-blonde, her eyes the Spanish moss the man and woman visited
on their honeymoon to the Bahamas nearly 30 years ago.
“Well, wasn’t it?” the woman said.
“Wasn’t it what?” the man replied, handing the woman the whole
cookie in his hand. Breaking his half piece into two, he nibbled on one
while the other was wrapped in a napkin and placed in his suit pocket.
Crumbs fell to the floor on top of the stone pattern.
“Wasn’t it about Will’s building?” the woman said.
“Will’s building goes up for sale in about six months.” The man sat
down on a leather recliner adjacent to the gray leather couch. “ArrowDart Industries plans on bidding for it in roughly half the time, just to
make sure we capitalize on the market and nudge out any competitors,”
the man said. The recliner rocked back and forth, a ship on calm waters.
“And that reasoning matches with the purchase of his Philadelphia
building and the one in Los Angeles?” the woman said.
“Arrow-Dart won’t consider buying anything without checking the
market and consulting its investors,” the man said. “Profits have to be
maximized in order to buy or else, no deal. You know that.”
“So, it was by chance that Arrow-Dart found two of Will’s buildings
for sale, just as they were contracted to be built? And the third they
purchased that had already been built was just luck?”
“It just so happened that our boy designed them, but we’ve been
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looking at them for a while, yes.” The man scratched his head, creasing
his neat, peppered combover slightly to the side, leaving a small gap of
snowy white hairs. “I think it’s time to get our room keys, Camille.” He
stood up and offered an elbow to the woman.
She took it and pulled herself off of the couch and patted him on the
shoulder. “Thank you, Robert dear.
Robert opened the blue wooden door to the bedroom. Medium
gray covered the walls, paired with steel accents and a hand-blown glass
lighting fixture. Two large vertical windows spanned one side of the
room, with a sliding glass door to a small patio in between them. White
cloth curtains partially covered the windows, letting in some warm light
as the man and woman rolled their suitcases into the room, and placed
them in turquoise paisley recliners.
Sweat beaded on Robert’s forehead as he opened the suitcase and
shrugged off his suit jacket, even though the air conditioning in the room
whirled in the background. He set the jacket on the opened suitcase,
rolled up his sleeves and started unfolding his button-up shirts, hanging
them up by pattern and color.
White plain, checkered, striped. Blue plain, checkered striped. Green
plain, checkered, striped.
Camille did the same, sorting her blouses and dresses by color and
pattern. Violet plain silk, lavender dotted silk, slightly off-white yet still hint
of heather checkered silk.
“Will graduated honors, summa cum laude.” Camille shook her
head, then brushed a stray hair out of her face. “The ceremony was
outside, with rows and rows of chairs. The school had lilies set up for
the kids. It was their class flower, tiger lilies. He looked so happy when
he got his diploma and shook the dean’s hand.” She grabbed the bonewhite linen duvet cover at the bottom of the bed and tugged, smoothing
the wrinkles in the fabric. Her hands trailed over the folded bit near the
pillows, lifting to fluff the hotel pillows and rearrange them by size.
Robert sat down on the bed and patted next to him. “I watched the
video you sent on the phone,” the man said. “It looked very nice.”
Camille kept in motion, moving the suitcases to the floor before
loading pants and skirts into a white dresser.
Men’s clothing piled into the left side of the dresser.
“We met Cara’s parents. They are great people, you would’ve liked
them. Will’s friend Ben–you remember Ben, he could be Will’s twin
except brown hair– thought Cara’s dad looked a little like an older Mario
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Lopez with a Marlon Brando mustache.” A pair of checkered golf shorts
hung limp in her hands. “You should have been there.”
“We discussed this, sweetheart. I had work.”
“Work.” Camille threw up her hands. “Our only son graduates
from college, with a girlfriend, and we have our first chance to meet her
parents, and yet you chose work.”
“It was an important bid,” the man said.
“Robert, you have spent more time buying your oldest son’s buildings
than spending time with him.”
The woman swiped at her left cheek, removing the moisture so it
didn’t fall onto the golf pants.
“Today, you spent more time with the little boy in the lobby than
you have with Will in a year, Robert. A whole year. And, he is going
to marry that girl and you haven’t even met her yet...” Camille’s voice
wavered. “She’s wonderful, completely wonderful. But chances are, you
won’t even be there for the wedding…because of work.” Her head bowed
down, her slender shoulders shaking in front of the dresser.
The man stared at his manicured hands, twisting his gold wedding
band clockwise. His inhaled deeply and kept it prisoner for a few
heartbeats.
One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi… Release.
“I planned on retiring a year after Will graduated and got his feet wet
in the industry.” Robert’s gray eyes flitted to the window, looking outside
at the orange sky and modern buildings trapped within the cityscape. As
he stared, he could see every-day life take place on the flat rooftops of
many apartment buildings.
On one apartment building, a bright pink blob walked onto a silver
patio and wandered around. The blob, which Robert deduced to be a
bathrobe, could have been watering plants or picking up only Godknows-what. Another patio a little closer to the skyscraper showed an
elderly couple setting their outdoor table with bright yellow plates,
possibly preparing for a dinner with friends.
“Charlie was supposed to take over, Cam. Charlie was supposed to
take over Dad’s business and I was going to be in the background. My
brother wanted it so bad…and I was happy to switch off.” He paused,
his throat swelling from unspent tears. “God, he would’ve been great.”
Robert turned to Camille, who had finished folding the pair of pants.
She stared at Robert, eyes puffy and head tilted to the side. Her jacket
slid off her shoulders, creating static as it passed close to hair and landed
on the ground in a slump. Rising from the ground, Camille moved to
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him and sat upon the bed, resting her arms around his once-broad back.
“It will be a nice service, Robert. Charlie will…would appreciate you
telling everyone about fishing in Cancun with Pop and Will. And about
how he met his wife at Stanford during finals week because he arrived
fifteen minutes late to his business class.”
Reaching into his pants pocket, Robert pulled out the crumpled
handkerchief, wiping around his eyes and nose. “The people at the funeral
home were vultures. Don’t they care that someone’s brother passed away?”
The handkerchief moved around his face again, completing the circuit.
Camille lowered her chin onto his shoulder and leaned her head
against his. “Will offered that he and Cara could watch Charlie’s kids
during the church service Friday, then take them to the reception
afterward.”
“No, Will should be at the funeral.” Robert’s voice grew more
courage. “Charlie needs him there. I need him there.” He shook his head.
“That boy needs to man up and be there.”
“Man up?” Camille pushed away from her husband. “Robert, I don’t
think Will is the boy who needs to grow up. All Will wants to do is help
spare Charlie’s kids from any more heartache.” She rose from the bed.
“Don’t you have any compassion?
“Compassion?” The man rubbed his cheek with his palms, then
slammed them down on the comforter. “Where were you when Charlie
was in the hospital?”
“Raising our son—”
“—I was there at the hospital to watch him die, Camille. And death’s
not pretty, not even for a second.” Robert’s eyelids scrunched closed,
trying to forget images of his brother in the hospital. Tubes poked out of
Charlie’s brittle shell, mixed with the smell of decay and desperation. He
sat there, praying for a miracle. And now, he was picking out flowers for
the funeral, and a headstone for the grave.
The window revealed a deep indigo sky streaked with cream, salmon
and violet, letting less light into the bedroom.
The man and the woman embraced the silence for a few moments,
looking at the fading outlines of the skyscrapers. Little by little, darkness
slipped into the bright streaks, leaving a sky littered with multi-colored
city lights. The elderly couple with the yellow plates had put away their
dinner hours ago, the pink burb back inside its home a while before.
Robert reached up to gently squeeze Camille’s shoulder, his hand
lingering for a few seconds before moving to rub the space between her
shoulder blades.
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“We should probably get dinner, dear.” His voice felt as if a trickle of
water tried flowing out of a rust-filled pipe. Clearing his throat, Robert
tried again. “Want to order room service?”
“I’m not hungry…but we should,” Camille said. She picked up the
menu sitting on the nightstand and brought it to the man.
The pair scanned the laminated paper, commenting on the price
jump from twelve-dollar shrimp to twenty-plus for crab and steak, not
including tax. Defeated, they gave up their search and curled up on the
bed, waiting for margarita pizza to arrive at the door.

NO FAILURE OF WOMAN
Sam Pester

Pick me, choose me.
I am ripe for the hand of man
to declare I am worthy
of silver rings
and forgotten forevers;
Cotton gowns and burning glory,
bringing into this world what two could make
And one hold
in arms now burdened.
Of lonely nights on an empty mattress
dressed with blankets your mother
gave us for the life
we never had.
She told me
a house is not a home
unless people grow within it.
But are we growing at all?
You said maybe,
when I’m not busy and you have
your perfect summer body,
we can be whole.
Now I just sit here,
waiting to be tarnished by
my failures, my inability to carry
our love to fruition.
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